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The Iconic Architecture Industry  
Simone Brott  
 
Theodor Adorno was opposed to the cinema because he felt it was too close to reality, 
and therefore an extension of ideological capital, as he wrote in Dialectic of 
Enlightenment.1 What troubled Adorno was the iconic nature of cinema – a category in 
semiotics invented by Charles Sanders Peirce (Purce) where the signifier mimics the 
formal-visual qualities of its referent.2 The film’s ingenuous surface illusion of an 
unmediated reality is a perfect example of iconicity – the genealogy of the term iconic, 
since classical antiquity, lay in the Greek term eikōn (icon), e.i.k.ō.n, which meant 
“image,” to refer to the ancient portrait statues of victorious athletes, thought to bear a 
direct similitude with their parent divinities. 
 
For the postwar, Hollywood-film spectator, Adorno said, [quote] “the world outside is an 
extension of the film he has just left” [unquote] because realism is an instrument for the 
“manipulation” of the mass spectator, by what Adorno and Horkheimer called the 
“culture industry”; and the filmic image is an advertisement for the world unedited, in 
other words, an endorsement of the status quo.3 Art for Adorno, inversely, that which 
maintains its distance from reality, because it is this “autonomy,” in  Adorno’s words, 
that permits the subject to negate dominant ideology, to think for him or herself.4 
 
Adorno’s critique of what is facile in the cinematic image—for him, its false 
immediacy5—glimmers in the ubiquitous yet misunderstood appellation “iconic 
architecture” of our own episteme. For iconic architecture is not a formal genre or style 
so much as a rebuke. In the continuation of a global financial crisis and 11 years after the 
destruction of the World Trade Center towers in New York, “iconic architecture” is 
perhaps viewed with a degree of shame and hypocrisy. Iconic architecture loosely refers 
to the cult of architectural image – a simple concept, grasped and graspable by all in any 
number of brave buildings since the Guggenheim museum in Bilbao including the new 
CCTV building in Beijing, the Seattle Library, or the Signature Towers in Dubai – 
projects that achieved fame by the distribution of raster-based computer imagery released 
prior to construction and completion, projects which prima facie (faicee) have no formal 
or aesthetic relationship with each other.  
 
Yet to those within the discipline—these buildings are implicitly defined by way of a 
dead-on iconicity: the uncanny surface resemblance between the built work and its three-
dimensional computer model that is the building’s identical twin and its exalted reason 
for being. The “virtual” twin, as it is called, exists eternally in a four-dimensional 
computer-coordinate system that is the sine qua non of dazzling geometries that 
previously could scarcely have been conceived let alone constructed. For architecture 
now depends on mimetic media, on computer visualisation, to see what the architects and 
‘masses’ cannot see with their own eyes, and to fabricate what they cannot build with 
their own hands.  
 
If cinema is too close to reality, Adorno would have surely said iconic architecture is too 
close to virtual reality.6 The Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao induces amazement or terror 
precisely because it incarnates and materialises before ones eyes a humanly ungraspable 
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geometry of a surreal order, on the ground. To the spectator, the building’s reality 
converges on a virtual image that hovers in space, its presence only felt in the infinity of 
choice that flickers in the plastic surface.7 To put it in Marxian terms, the magic of the 
architectural commodity is its simultaneously “sensual” and “hypersensual” quality –in 
other words both present and transcendent.8  
 
This mimetic apparatus is irreducible to a semiological or phenomenal relation between 
the building and its virtual model, because the purpose of iconicity is not mere deception 
but the installation of a new subjectivity in the social encounter with the architectural 
commodity. Like Adorno’s film spectator, the iconic experience is a guilty mix of 
pleasure and anguish felt in the auratic presence of a technological apparatus that has 
acquired that peculiar status of an inhuman agency—a subjectivized machine—that 
threatens to subsume my own subjecthood.9  
 
If I say “iconic” today do I mean something good or bad? It is no doubt provocative 
indeed too late to invoke the Frankfurt School of critical theory in 2012, in an 
architectural culture once called “post critical”—a name coined in a theme issue of the 
journal Log, whose guest editors announced the death of critical thought, and irrelevance 
of social theory for architectural praxis.10 Adorno who was writing in American exile 
between the two wars had witnessed the rise of Nazism and what he called the “blocking 
of the theoretical imagination,” the suppression of critique and the persecution of the 
avant garde under the third Reich. Today, the assault on criticality issues paradoxically 
from within the avant garde.  
 
Under such conditions, an examination of the theory of iconic architecture reveals that 
those on both sides of the ideological divide maintain the same account. This is the 
prevailing belief that iconic architects are practising some sort of vulgar materialism—
not the Marxist variety but—a perverse material pursuit of exclusively formal-technical 
means without intellectual engagement or concern for the social relations inherent in 
digital architectural production: in short, the exact opposite of Marx’s concept. I will 
return to this. 
 
This uncontested definition of iconic architecture as a materialist, pragmatic, realist 
enterprise, would not be so remarkable but for the fact that it is inaccurate. In its 
adherence to the digital, the virtual, to the very transcendence of the mimetic image—
iconic architecture can be more accurately situated within German idealism, with 
Enlightenment philosophy at the dawn of modernity: I’m referring to the work of Hegel, 
Fichte, and Schelling.  
 
And if iconic architecture’s basic premise is the digital Geist immanent in the material 
building, it is also a return to Platonism, to Hegel’s Aristotelian Neoplatonism, where the 
digital spirit resides in built material and shares in its status of reality. The digital theory 
of architecture perfectly reenacts Plato’s theory of forms11: like Plato’s geometric bodies, 
the built form is a mere contingent in relation to the higher digital “idea.” The virtual 
realm in Plato’s terms is “eternal, changeless, supremely real, and independent of 
ordinary objects that had their being and properties by 'participating' in them.”12 Iconic 
architecture, in its sheer mimetic genius, succeeds in attaining to the absolute limit of 
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human cognition where higher thought of the human mind is taken up by the digital 
routine—and it therefore continues Hegel’s Neoplatonist project for ahistorical truths 
(free of subjects, contingencies and history).   
 
The immediate consequence of this Hegelian model is, the more fluent the plastic 
surface—the closer it gets to the digital image—the more it renounces corporeal 
existence.13 Even as iconic architecture appears to master reality, it shuts reality down. 
The computerisation of the design process seeks to dispel any humanistic, mythological 
or romantic dimension that might attach to the plastic surface – to ensure the purity of 
formal plasticity is not contaminated by feeling or subjective values. But it thereby turns 
materiality into myth – the enchanted fact. The hypostasization of digital space induces a 
certain “alienation,” transforming social relations in the city into commodities through 
capital’s intervention via the architectural image. 
 
Frank Gehry described the first time he went to Bilbao to see his finished building; he 
could not bear to look at it.14 He said he was “self conscious” about the relationship 
between the building and the postindustrial city and its residents. Gehry’s surreal 
encounter with Bilbao – the real situated building – belies his alienation from the iconic 
work, to which he remains nonetheless chained. The Guggenheim Bilbao represents 
architecture’s deepest fantasy realized, made real (which, as Lacan teaches us, is a 
terrifying experience). A metallic surface is required to produce the gaze; the architect’s 
fantasy that stares back at the spectator, at Gehry himself, and all those who dare stare 
back.  
 
The gaze is modern architecture itself as ahistorical myth – unblinking and undisturbed 
truth – had history been purified and modernity rendered successful, a “complete” 
project, as Habermas would have liked. Bilbao is the apotheosis of the iconic project 
because it materializes the false continuity of modernity in an uninterrupted Moebius-like 
strip. (It speaks the primal fantasy of modernism as a pure, infinitely continuous and 
unadulterated present.) Like Faust, the city of Bilbao has to make a sacrifice in exchange 
for Gehry’s gift: the promise of Bilbao is the devil’s “magic” or higher sentience that 
derives from the insertion of iconic architecture – the so called “Bilbao effect.” But the 
offering of such an object and its processes of reification invariably creates what Marcel 
Mauss called an object “debt” that has to be repaid by its recipient, as the failed history of 
Bilbao as a viable city and the Basque (bask) Country would surely prove, long before 
Spain’s present industrial crisis. In order to respond to Adorno’s critique, then, and go 
beyond the discourse of the mimetic image, a proper dialectical materialist (i.e. Marxist) 
account of buildings such as Bilbao is required.  
 
After the inauguration of the museum in 1997 and the income it generated, the 
Abandoibarra development was widely received as a success in post-industrial 
capitalism. Yet as the city’s only international draw card, the Bilbao development failed 
its larger ambition of transforming Bilbao into a regional node, within the EU urban 
model, based on a restructured economic base.15 The city eventually forfeited its most 
significant functions to the two more dynamic Spanish metropolises Barcelona and 
Madrid, and Bilbao was emptied out, like the city’s former abandoned factories.  
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The museum however succeeded in converting the Basque city into an image; in its own 
abused syntax it ‘put the city on the map.’ While this image draws tourists every year, the 
city’s own citizens have vanished (the real Bilbao effect16 that is never discussed). The 
continuing exodus exposes the deep rift between capital and social reality which obtains 
in the iconic architecture industry, whose real purpose is the reawakening of a vanquished 
capital. Iconic architecture presses on for it cannot and will not accede defeat: the stated 
goal of Bilbao Ría 2000 continues to be the local and international promotion of 
“Bilbao’s new image as a post-industrial city.” Bilbao as pure image, as instrumentality, 
seeks to avoid the pain of modernity, to conceal its crisis or pathology. On this symbolic 
front Bilbao has succeeded—its image retains all the youth and vigour of 1997—but in 
real terms, like all images, Bilbao is empty, a mere opiate of modernity.17  
 
What then does Bilbao, project and city, tell us about capitalism and globalisation today? 
Developments like Bilbao were designed to structure our experience of the contemporary 
city through globalised capital. However, Bilbao did not attract the foreign capital 
investment, as was hoped, and globalisation today no longer refers to something 
necessarily positive, but also to debt contagion, credit collapse, and so on. Bilbao’s 
premise – the insertion of a building to treat an economic malady – has been widely 
contested.18 Iconic architecture today is no longer a failed project on the side of global 
capital, but an emptying out of the architectural commodity. The architectural image no 
longer reifies capital but refers emptily only to itself. It is in this sense that iconic 
architecture is in crisis. 
 
So to sum up this reading via Adorno, iconicity is the first cause of architecture’s 
ideological complicity, because it enables the architectural image to operate as “an 
advertisement for the world as is.”19 For architecture to become art, i.e. de-
instrumentalized, autonomized, and real, it would have to escape its bondage to mimesis, 
to relinquish its ideological project of the architectural image; and thereby renounce false 
intelligibility. Architecture becomes a willing participant in this exchange not because it 
lacks integrity or has ‘sold out,’ but because the symbolic contract with capital directly 
serves our discipline’s unconscious project to return to modernity, to recapitalize 
modernism. For this reason, the critique of iconic architecture needs to move beyond the 
orbit of the mimetic image, from the facile judgments about a building’s entertainment 
value, to the historical meaning of iconic architecture (its relation to modernism), and to 
the subject’s encounter with modernity, via the architectural object on the ground. 
 
Adorno’s work on the filmic image and negative dialectics would have a profound 
influence on the course of architectural debate; in particular, it would resurface in 
Manfredo Tafuri’s polemics on the architectural image. In his book Theories and History 
of Architecture, Tafuri explores Bruno Zevi’s thesis on the “critical value” of the 
architectural image used to negate the dominant aesthetic, a procedure that articulates the 
code that constitutes architectural history.20 Tafuri writes: “every architecture has its own 
critical nucleus” and every new work is born in relation to an existing code.21 
“Infringement” of the code, for Tafuri, is not an empty stylistic battle but, quote, a 
“critical de-mythicisation of the image.”22 (Tafuri in fact suggests that the image is the 
correct instrument for critical historiography and that all critique functions at the level of 
the image. The historian must construct an image in order to conduct critique.)  
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The Guggenheim Bilbao illustrates the codification of the dominant aesthetic, a building 
that was defined as a serial image in the concatenating, titanium-clad objects that were 
seen to have duplicated Bilbao in various parts of the world. In fact, the Gehry buildings 
that most strongly resembled and succeeded Bilbao are but a few.23 Yet, this 
demonstrated the sheer power of Bilbao as commodity and image to conjure a chain 
readable by a public to carry out the iconic project’s political ends. Bilbao established for 
the iconic project its code, and on this purely mythic and effective level, it situated the 
iconic architect in a peculiar ethical position, as if having openly surrendered aesthetic 
agency to the seriality of a particular type.24  
 
The question today, is does iconic architecture propose a new history in relation to 
Bilbao, and if so, what has become of the iconic project? We have only to look at the 
negative reception of Gehry’s recent works, and the perceived violation of Bilbao’s 
code,25 for an insight into the late iconic project. Let us take the schematic design the Los 
Angeles architect presented in 2010 for a new Business School for the University of 
Technology in Sydney, the Dr. Chau Chak Wing Building to be completed in 2014.26 
(fig. 1) 
 
This building is the celebrity architect’s first building in Australia, and is no doubt just 
cause for celebration. It is somewhat ironic that the proposed 11-story tan-brick building 
for UTS has been pejoratively named a “crushed brown paper bag.”27 The east-facing 
façade, to be made of a buff-colored brick, refers to Sydney’s yellow-stone28 heritage, 
and produces an image entirely unlike the canny, metallic building-envelopes associated 
with Gehry and encoded in the iconic project since Bilbao.29 Gehry’s new proposal 
caught between the twisted alleys and streets laid out in the suburb Ultimo’s post-
industrial locale reaches for something else, its anguished folds are those of anti-spectacle 
and anti-aesthetic. The curvilinear use of masonry evokes a modern architecture, like 
Thomas Jefferson’s serpentine brick walls, the folded brickwork of the Amsterdam 
School, or the postwar architecture of Alvar Aalto, an architect Gehry openly identifies 
with and admires.30  
 
This apparently un-iconic building has nothing of the mimetic quality of Bilbao; it neither 
looks like a digital model nor does it exude the auratic gaze of a Bilbao or other Gehry-
designed titanium object. By refusing mimesis, the Sydney design reveals the precise 
conundrum of the tyranny and ubiquity of iconic architecture, just as it permits the facade 
to host the return of modernism in the digital age.31 Australia is finally ‘getting a Gehry,’ 
but not the Gehry it imagined. The problem here is not one of parochialism, but is 
testament to the victory of the global iconic project at war with itself: namely, that 
Australia expected a more iconic and less contextual building. The design quite simply 
lacks what Max Weber called “charismatic authority.” But is this not pure poetic justice? 
a perversion of the Bilbao effect that reveals the Faustian nature of the exchange.32  
 
Gehry says that the distortion of the building envelope is a way of “humanizing 
modernism.”33 His refrain “the building is crinkly because the hardest thing to do with 
modern architecture is to make it humane…[so] this is a modernism humanised”34 
suggests Gehry sees himself as a modern architect. (fig. 2) As Gehry glanced the model’s 
surface with a green, laser pointer, and talked to a Sydney television presenter about 
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modern architecture, it struck me that the east facade recalls the familiar film stills of the 
1972 demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe [pruit-ego] public housing project. (fig. 3) Gehry’s 
facade reads as two low-rise residential slabs stacked one atop the other, with similar 
square punched windows of Minoru Yamasaki’s 1950s building, blowing up in slow 
motion.  
 
Gehry’s façade speaks a second plateau or ‘demise’ of modernism. Yet any dreamlike 
return is not to modernism as previous avant garde, but rather to the fall of modernism as 
polemic incarnated and cryogenically preserved in the Pruitt Igoe image, and its historical 
after effects. Pruitt Igoe was not the end of the modern movement, as Charles Jencks 
famously argued, rather it was the moment that the critique of modernism as a destructive 
agent in the postwar city was flattened into an image. Here, then what we have is not a 
humanized modernism but something inhuman, the barbarous as an enduring modality of 
modernity. Iconic architecture seeks to neutralise its own history, in buildings such as 
Bilbao. But it never relinquishes the fantasy of a return to the battlefield.35  
 
The two projects, Bilbao and UTS propose two historiographic accounts. The tragic 
image of self-destruction in Sydney, the “termite’s nest,”36 as Germaine Greer described 
it, recalls the corruption of modernity through class conflict (as evident in housing 
projects such as Pruitt-Igoe). Bilbao’s Hegelian method, alternately, considers 
contemporary architecture an isolated product of the Zeitgeist,37 its Neoplatonist formula 
of an indestructible modernity promises liberation from history.38  
 
Yet, it would be a mistake to think that the UTS building is a Marxian transformation of 
Bilbao or of the iconic project into materialist dialectics, because the new proposal 
remains within the orbit of an image that reproduces the original myth, a magical idea 
separated from the social struggle that was its first cause. In other words, the UTS design 
betrays a nostalgia for the collapse of modernity, even while it remains disenchanted. So 
close then is iconic architecture in Adorno’s account to the “primeval myth of modernity 
from  whose embrace it has wrested itself that its own lived past becomes a mythical 
prehistory.”39 Adorno may have said  “as pharmakon [it] allegorizes the symptoms but 
does not provide a cure.”  
 
But the UTS building does not seek catharsis, because there is no cure. Its method is 
“tragic” in the true sense of the Athenian play based on the reversal of fortune of a 
protagonist (here, modernity) through a fatal error. To have invested so profoundly in a 
movement associated with violence and the decline of civilization, as the international 
modern movement did, creates a trauma, which in Freud means an injury which does not 
fade but rather intensifies over time. In this sense there can be no catharsis in iconic 
architecture, because the problems of social existence cannot be solved through the 
transaction of myth and objecthood. Gehry does not provide an answer to the post-’68 
critique of Alexander or Jacobs. Rather, what Gehry’s late work accomplishes is the 
demythologisation of the iconic project, if only for a fading moment. With this folded 
envelope, Gehry thus makes historical our experiences of contemporary architecture.  
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Fig. 1. East Elevation, Gehry, Dr Chau Chak Wing building, University of Technology 
Sydney, Reproduced from Greer, Germaine. "Frank Gehry's New Building Looks Like 
Five Scrunched-up Brown Bags." The Guardian, 9 January 2011.  
 
 
 
 
 
 age 
Fig. 2. Still of televised demolition of Pruitt-Igoe housing-project building designed by 
Minoru Yamasaki, April 1972, Reproduced from Ramroth, William G. Planning for 
Disaster: How Natural and Man-Made Disasters Shape the Built Environment. New 
York: Kaplan; London: Compass [distributor], 2007, 166. 
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1  Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of enlightenment: Philosophical 
fragments, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Palo Alto: Stanford 
University Press, 2002).  
2 Charles Sanders Peirce, The Writings of Charles S. Peirce: 1857-1866, vol. 1 (Indiana 
Univ Pr, 1982). 52-56. In Peirce’s typology of the sign from 1867, cited in Adorno’s 
music theory, there are three terms: icon, index, symbol used to describe the ways in 
which the sign refers to its object. Whereas Saussure had taught l'arbitraire du signe such 
as a Stop sign or the word “TREE” – icon in Greek (eikōn) meant “image,” to describe 
artefacts such as a painting of Jesus or a wooden Cross which bear a necessary semblance 
with their real referents i.e. the historical figure Christ and cross upon which he was 
crucified. 
3 In Adorno, mimesis or the reproduction of reality, is a “mere reproduction of the 
economic base.” He argues that if “technique” (Technologie) was traditionally 
“concerned with the internal organization of the [aesthetic] object…In contrast, the 
technique (Technik) of the culture industry is…one of distribution and mechanical 
reproduction and therefore always remains external to it." Theodor Adorno, "Cultural 
industry reconsidered," New German Critique 6 (1975): 2. Italics mine. The confusing 
use of “technique” in this English translation of Adorno’s two different terms is further 
complicated by other translations, an issue that is beyond the scope of this essay. 
4 Theodor Adorno and T.Y. Levin, "Transparencies on film," New German Critique, no. 
24/25 (1981): 202. So film’s iconicity, then, its “realist aesthetic…makes it inseparable 
from its commodity character.” 
5 Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, "Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass 
Deception," in Dialectic of enlightenment: Philosophical fragments, ed. Gunzelin Schmid 
Noerr (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2002).    
6 Contemporary architecture is our very own mediatic object of cultural inscription 
locked within an iconically asserted surface resemblance. See Miriam Hansen, "Mass 
culture as hieroglyphic writing: Adorno, Derrida, Kracauer," New German Critique, no. 
56 (1992): 45. 
7 I mean not only the kaleidoscope of “views” or permutations of the digital surface, but 
the fragmentation of the subject/spectator. 
8 See Karl Marx, Capital  (NewYork: International, 1975). , 74-75. 
9 Adorno’s polemics of cinema were controversial perhaps because we are only too 
willing to be taken by the technical apparatus: it is for this reason that I say a film is 
‘absorbing’ or a building hypnotic or compelling. Mimesis is a technique of distraction 
through which iconicity ensures the mystification of the commodity fetish. The term 
iconic even in its posture as quasi-critique reproduces this fundamental deception and 
remains problematic even as an object of inquiry here. This is counter to the Benjaminian 
account of modern architecture and the culture of distraction. 
10 See the Critical/Postcritical Log issue: Robert Somol and Sarah Whiting, ed. Log, 
vol. 5 (New York: Anycorp, Spring/Summer 2005). And a retort to Somol and 
Whiting: Reinhold Martin, "Moment of Truth," Log 7 (Winter/Spring 2006). These ideas 
were already being circulated a few years earlier, see Robert Somol and Sarah Whiting, 
"Notes around the Doppler Effect and other Moods of Modernism," Perspecta 33 
(2002).; and Michael Speaks, "Design Intelligence: Part 1, Introduction," A+U 12 no. 387 
(2002). 
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 In some sense to identify with critical or postcritical is a false choice. Adorno remarks 
that the apparent “freedom to choose an ideology always reflects economic coercion, 
even here proves to be freedom to be the same.”  
11 Note, Plato’s Theory of Forms appears in fragments across several texts, first Phaedo, 
then Phaedrus, and The Republic. These books were written as scripted dialogues 
between Socrates and various fictionalized historical interlocutors (such as Parmenides 
and Zeno). The Theory of Forms is never given in its entirety or in any conclusive 
fashion – as per all of Plato’s theories, which endure today in reconstructed form, they 
were written down, deliberately, in such a way that no one can easily assimilate or 
reproduce his thoughts. Plato wanted to ensure that the reader arrives at the ideas by 
himself or herself by examining the dialogue and arguments and logic therein – just as 
Socrates’ interlocutor is brought to draw his own conclusions through the Socratic 
method (interrogation). 
12 Plato, The Republic  (Simon and Brown, 2012). 529. Also, Plato, Phaedrus (New York: 
Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2003). Cited in Plato, Plato: Middle Dialogues: 
Gorgias, Protagoras, Meno, Euthydemus, Cratylus, Phaedo, Phaedrus, Symposium, 
Theaetetus, Parmenides  (Forgotten Books, 2008). 630. (Parmenides’ argument with 
Socrates in the Phaedrus.) 
13 Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of enlightenment: Philosophical fragments.“This 
renunciation places the pure image in opposition to corporeal existence, the elements of 
which the image sublates within itself.” 
14 Matt Tyrnauer, "Architecture in the Age of Gehry," Vanity Fair August 2010. 
15 Jörg Plöger, "Bilbao City Report," (Centre For Analysis Of Social Exclusion, 2008), 
35. 
16 The term ‘Bilbao effect’ is symptomatic and obscures the failure of geopolitics and 
architecture’s role in this failure. 
17 Beatriz Plaza, "The Return on Investment of the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao," 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 30, no. 2 (2006).  
18 For an explanation of the failure of the Guggenheim Bilbao to attract international 
capital investments and critique of the notion the Bilbao effect, which contests its ability 
to stimulate urban regeneration through global capital, see Arantxa Rodríguez, Elena 
Martínez and Galder Guenaga, “Uneven Redevelopment: New Urban Policies and Socio-
Spatial Fragmentation in Metropolitan Bilbao,” European Urban and Regional Studies 8 
(2001): 174-175. [NOTE THIS IS NOT TO SAY THAT THE GBM DID NOT 
ATTRACT REVENUE OR INCREASE TOURISM]  
19 This is parallel with Adorno’s argument about cinema. 
20 Manfredo Tafuri, "Architecture as Metalanguage: The Critical Value of the Image," in 
Theories and history of architecture (Granada London, 1980). Tafuri in fact suggests that 
the image is the correct instrument for critical historiography and that all critique 
functions at the level of the image. The critic in other words constructs an image in order 
to conduct critique. It must be said Tafuri is deeply ambivalent about Zevi’s thesis of the 
critical image, both doubting Zevi and then providing in minutiae a myriad of 
architectural cases. He writes: “once the fact that the aesthetical product belongs to a 
sphere of rational and controllable values is ascertained, the way is clearly open to the 
possibility of an architectural production as consciously elaborated criticism.” And he 
also writes: “a criticism realised through images is not equivalent to a critical analysis 
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that employs the instruments of language….the artistic language can explore all the limits 
it can reach-even though the initial arbitrary choice of a code is taken for granted through 
a cruel and systematic opposition, but it cannot point out the reasons that have 
historically determined that initial choice.” Tafuri, Theories and Histories of 
Architecture, 107. The other option is a more “radical opposition.” “The possibility of a 
critical study conducted through images and through architecture is still there: but it will 
have to climb back into real architectural structures,” 106. 
21 “Every new architectural work is born in relation…to a symbolic context [of]… 
preceding works…every architecture has its own critical nucleus.” Tafuri, Theories and 
Histories of Architecture, 109. Italics mine 
22 Critique in other words happens at the level of image, but it is itself critiquing an 
existing image, hence a “meta-” architecture. Tafuri repeats Zevi’s conclusion, it is 
possible in the architectural image to “propose a new type of historico-critical operation, 
a history of architecture carried out with the expressive instruments of the architect and 
not only with those of the art historian.” The image in other words is an agent of 
historiography and history itself. Tafuri, Theories and Histories of Architecture, 106. 
23 Metallic Building Type: I am thinking of the Experience Music Project and Science 
Fiction Museum (2000) and Hall of Fame EMP/SFM (2004) in Seattle Washington, the 
Walt Disney Concert Hall in downtown Los Angeles (2003), and Marqués de Riscal 
Vineyard Hotel Elciego in Spain (2006). 
24 See Hal Foster’s critique of Bilbao. 
25 Nicolai Ouroussoff, "ARCHITECTURE REVIEW; Gehry's New York Debut: 
Subdued Tower of Light," New York Times 22 March 2007. A second object lesson. 
Compare the stout building envelope in Sydney with Gehry’s corpulent IAC Building 
(2005), along the West Side Highway in New York. Like the Dr. Chau Chak Wing, the 
IAC Building contains two horizontal massings, which in the latter conceals a 10-story 
structure; the former, 11-stories. Like the Dr. Chau Chak Wing, the IAC building has 
been met with criticism. One critic said the IAC building “may qualify as the most 
blandly corporate space Gehry has created.” “Rather than mining rich new creative 
territory, Gehry seems to be holding back.” Yet to utter “I only like his earlier work” is to 
misunderstand Gehry’s oeuvre and objectives. It is perhaps because Gehry is not 
loquacious; because he has left all theoretical considerations of his work to others, that he 
remains elusive and misunderstood. Gehry is often represented as a fugitive from the 
academy, as infatuated with his own genius for producing dazzling forms and formalisms 
at the expense of theoretical substance (if there can even be such a thing). Yet Gehry did 
not become well-known and in demand because he is a mere populist inventor of 
compelling forms, of a formalism vox populi. Gehry’s work succeeds in capturing the 
imagination of the spectator by way of the architectural image as critical symptom of an 
architectural unconscious – of that which cannot be spoken – and it is precisely in this 
passive or accidental mode, that his work contains critical value. 
26 It is part of a ten-year, $1 billion development expected to transform not only the 
university but also Sydney's southern central business district. Heath Gilmore, "Ultimo 
site gets ultimate architect - Frank Gehry," The Sydney Morning Herald 11 December 
2009. 
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27 Germaine Greer, "Frank Gehry's new building looks like five scrunched-up brown 
bags," The Guardian 9 January 2011. The Australian Oxford academic Germaine Greer 
called it an “abandoned termites’ nest.” 
28 There is a sandstone quarry near Piermont reserved exclusively for heritage projects. 
29 This formal type includes: the Guggenheim (1997), the Experience Music Project 
and Science Fiction Museum (2000) and Hall of Fame EMP/SFM (2004) in Seattle 
Washington, the Walt Disney Concert Hall in downtown Los Angeles (2003), and 
Marqués de Riscal Vineyard Hotel Elciego in Spain (2006) 
30 “My work is closer to Alvar Aalto than any of the other generations.” 
31 There are important formal differences between the two schemata. Unlike Bilbao, the 
UTS building deviates from the continuous surface, has several distinct facades; and in its 
way engages its modernist allegory of decay or destruction. Nonetheless, this building 
does not represent a departure for Gehry, but a return to the European housing-block 
formal-type of Gehry with cartoonish window detail observable in Prague ‘Fred and 
Ginger’ (1995), the Neuer Zollhof development in Düsseldorf (1999), and the Ray and 
Maria Stata Center, MIT (2004), the latter which impelled UTS to approach Gehry and 
upon which his schematic design was based. Yet, of the three buildings, the Sydney 
proposal is the only one that evokes collapse of building fabric. It crumples downwards 
like Pruitt Igoe, unlike the MIT building’s lateral crumpling; and the New Zollhof is not 
crumpled at all, it represents modernity in tact. 
32 Notwithstanding, there are important formal differences between these two schemata at 
the level of surface, the Sydney building for example departs from the surreality of 
Bilbao and its digital ghostliness. Unlike Bilbao, the UTS building has several distinct 
facades, it deviates from the continuous surface, it has several interruptions, and in its 
way engages its modernist allegory of decay or destruction. In 1927, Kracauer in “Cult 
of Distraction” (p94) described the “turn to the surface” the tendency toward “pure 
externality” that he observed in the mass culture of his day. A criticism that applies 
no less to Bilbao, and the iconic project whose focus has always been the exterior of 
the building—not through a laziness or neglect, the interior of Bilbao is deliberately a 
formal severance from the exterior skin, unlike the UTS building whose tree-like interior 
was an essential premise of the design concept and manifest in the five massings of the 
exterior.  
33 Frank Gehry quoted in Tina Perinotto, "Frank Gehry on inspiration and sustainability 
for the UTS in Sydney," The Fifth Estate 18 December 2010. “The hardest thing to do 
with modern architecture is to make it humane.” And Gehry quoted in Tyrnauer, 
"Architecture in the Age of Gehry." “I was looking for a way to deal with the humanizing 
qualities of decoration without doing it [postmodernism].” “How do you humanize 
[modernism]?”  
34 Press Release video embedded in Frank Gehry, "Frank Gehry's first Australian building 
unveiled," The Sydney Morning Herald Online 16 December 2010. 
35 Adorno may have said: so close is iconic architecture to the “primeval myth of 
modernity from which it has failed to separate itself, that its own lived past becomes a 
mythical prehistory.” The enduring presence of the modernist problem is not only about 
the failure of advanced industrialisation, but about the enduring guilt that architecture had 
identified with a movement that was based on barbarism i.e. the two bloodiest wars in 
history that had left behind devastation of its cities. 
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36 Greer, "Frank Gehry's new building looks like five scrunched-up brown bags." 
37 Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of enlightenment: Philosophical fragments: 113. 
38 Ibid. 113.  
39 Ibid., 25. 
